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SKETCHES OF THE TENNESSEE VALLEY
IN ANTEBELLUM DAYS:

PEOPLE,
PLACES
THINGS

These short a r t i c l e s f ir s t appeared in the Huntsville
Times during 1976 as a bi-weekly s e r i e s under the
heading of "The T e nne sse e Valley & Early A m eri ca. "
They were meant to be a local contribution to our
Bicentennial and a r e re p ri n te d here in an endeavor
to continue the publication of the Q u a r t e r l y .
THE EDITOR
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David Moore:

,

;

Politician Planter
Physician and
Financier
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In the years soon after D avid Moore's death in the 1840s, his widow purchased this
substantial home on Franklin Street in Huntsville. — (Times Photo by Rod Whited.)

5
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol8/iss1/1

8

method
justice.
: The Huntsville Historical Review,
Vol. 8, of
No.administering
1-2, January 1978

Moore
continued to serve in this capacity until
1819, when Alabama became a state.
T he good d octor becam e involved in
banking, too. U nder an act passed by the
territo rial legislature in 1815, M oore was
one of nine m en authorized to open books
of subscription for th e first bank establish
ed in th e territo ry .
The P la n te rs’ and M erch an ts’ Bank
began operations in H untsville in O ctober,
1817. According to historian William
B rantley, au th o r of “ Banking in A labam a
1816-1860,” business w as very good —
initially, a t least. The following F eb ru ary
the bank acquired title to its hom e, buying
a lot w ith a brick house on it “ in fro n t of
th e public sq u a re ,” for $3,500. The re a r of
th e building hung precariously above Big
Spring, on th e sam e site w h ere th e F irst
A labam a B ank of H untsville now operates.
But th e M erch an ts’ and P la n te rs’ Bank
was closed by Gov. Israel Pickens in 1825,
for political as w ell as fiscal reasons.
Inevitably, M oore w as d raw n into th e
political arena. F ro m 1820 to 1844, he
sp en t a to ta l of 15 years in th e A labam a
L egislature as a rep resen tativ e of M adi
son County. F irst elected to th e H ouse in
1820, he served in the Senate in 1822-24;
then, by choice, he re tu rn ed to th e low er
house w here in 1841 he w as unanim ously
elected its speaker.
Moore’s political life was colorful and
often of much benefit to Alabama. Among
the bills he originated and sponsored,
perhaps most important and progressive
for its time was “ the woman’s law .” This
act created a statutory financial settle
ment for married wom en. If a husband
went into bankruptcy the family could be
kept together by allowing the wife to keep
from liquidators the necessities of life for
the children and herself.

D octor, politician, p lan ter and financiei
— th a t w as David M oore, one of many
V irginians to com e to backw oods A labam a
in th e early 1800s to seek fortune and
fam e. H e becam e one of Madison C ounty's
busiest and m ost prom inent citizens of
th a t tim e.
B om in Brunsw ick
County. Va., in 1779,
young M oore studied
m edicine at th e Uni
versity of Pennsylvania.
H e first m oved south to
Nashville, w here he soon
developed an extensive
practice.
Dr. M oore en tered the
T ennessee Valley in 1809,
w hen he was a m ajor
purchaser at the first
land sales in M adison County. He was
then selected as one of th ree tru stees to
w hom LeRoy P o p e deeded one-half of his
p u rchase covering the site of Huntsville.
T he tru stees had th e authority to partitio n
this land, sell lots and use th e proceeds
for the im provem ent of Huntsville. This
began a long financial relationship be
tw een M oore and Pope.
M oore is said later to have ow ned nine
choice plantations. He evidently produced
good crops, for his farm s reportedly
yielded up to 1,000 bales of cotton
annually. O ne of the reasons for this
success was his habit of hiring th e best
overseers available and requiring them to
rep o rt to him on a regular basis. He
shipped his cotton to Liverpool, E ngland,
and was not forced to sell at any
p articu lar tim e, w hich usually afforded
him a high ra te of return.
Moore was a friend of Andrew Jackson.
While still residing in Nashville he becamc
the Jackson family physician, and doling
the Creek War of 1813-1814 he served as a
surgeon on the general’s staff. After the
last battle he was appointed one of the
Madison County "justices of the quorem,”
borrowed from the Fngjish and Virginian
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Many politicians of th e ante-bellum era
w ere faced w ith th re a ts of physical
violence during th eir public careers, and
M oore was no exception.
In 1826, Israel Pickens, w ho had been
elected to succeed H enry C ham bers as a
U S. sen ato r from A labam a, discovered he
was dying from tuberculosis. T he election
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for his successor was viciously waged in
Vol. 8 [1978], No. 1, Art. 1
the A labam a LHuntsville
egislature Historical
betw een Review,
John
M cKinley and H untsville's C lem ent Com er
Clay. Clay lost.
Dr. Moore had supported him, incurring
the wrath of Andrew Wills, owner of the
Huntsville Democrat newspaper who bit
terly hated Clay. Wills insulted Moore and
challenged him to a duel, stating that he
was “willing to fight (Moore) in any way
and may be killed, as I will take it with
knives, pistols, or fistcuffs. .
M oore refused th e offer to duel, it is
said, because of his religious principles,
adding to his reputation as a “Christian
gentlem an in the highest sense of the
w o rd ,” it w as w ritten a t the tim e.
M oore in 1841 cam e tantalizingly close
to being elected to the U.S. Senate. On the
first ballot in the legislature, M oore
received one m ore vote than did A rthur
Bagby, his m ain opponent. B ut on the
second ballot Bagby w as elected by seven
votes.
All this political activity did not keep
M oore from his econom ic interests. F o r
exam ple, in 1833 he had joined w ith six
o thers to ch arter the M adison Turnpike
Co. T he com pany m acadam ized roads
south to th e T ennessee R iver and w est
w ard, tow ards A thens.
Ending an active, productive life, Moore
died in 1844 or 1845, leaving a considerable
fortune to his family. His widow, Martha
L. Moore, was able to purchase in 1851 the
substantial home ait 621 Franklin St. (now
owned by Mr. and Mrs. Claude Pipes). His
daughter, Harriet Moore Barnard, mar
ried Col. Robert Barnwell Rhett Jr., and
the Rhett family occupied the house until
1928.
D r. David M oore’s influence on H unts
ville lasted far longer than his life.
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Strange Tale of
the Illegal County
Known as Decatur
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During the next few years after Ala
bam a becam e a state in 1819. several
counties w ere hastily and sloppily created.
B ut Old D ecatur County was the only one
illegally created by the legislature. Locat
ed betw een Madison and Jackson counties,
it w as established Dec 13, 1821, and
abolished Dec. 25,1825
The 1819 C onstitution,
our state's first, provid
ed for the creation of
new counties in the
state. The last sentence
in A rticle VI, Section 17
proved to b e the key in
regard to th e Old Deca
tu r County situation:
"N o county, h ereafter to
be form ed, shall be of
less exten t th an nine
hundred m iles."
When Old D ecatur finally w as surveyed,
after having existed for several years, it
simply was not large enough to m e e t this
constitutional req u irem en t and cbe county
had to be abolished by the legislature.
The fault lay with the legislature, for
the establishm ent act set out the county’s
boundaries: "T h at all th e tra c t of county
lying w est of Jackson County, south of the
T ennessee S tate line, east of M adison
County and north of th e T ennessee River
shall constitute a separate and distinct
county." This created a pear-shaped
county varying in w idth from th re e to 25
miles and about 40 m iles long The w idest
point lay on the T ennessee R iver and the
narrow est bordered on th e state of
Tennessee.
But the establishm ent act w as even
m ore precise.
The boundaries w ere
specifically described:
"B eginning at th e m outh of Sauta
Creek thence up said creek to w here
W inchester road crosses said Sauta Creek,
thence to Jesse T hom pson's; thence to
Caswell B ibev's, thence from said Bibey's
to the top of the m ountains, then ce to the
leading point of the m ountain betw een the

m outh of
Larkin's F ork of P ain t Rock R iver; thence
to th e top of th e m o untain; th en ce a
northw est course to th e T ennessee state
line.”
U nfortunately, th e creation of Old Deca
tu r was m ore than ju st an A labam a
historical quirk Ail th e steps in the
process of creating a county governm ent
w ere provided for by th e legislature and a
num ber of people w ere adversely affected
later when th e county was abolished.
E ig h t men had been chosen by the
legislature to select th e site for th e county
seat, and to erect a courthouse and jail.
E lection of a sheriff and a clerk of the
circuit court was to be held on th e second
M onday in F eb ru ary , 1822 F o r som e
reason, the election w as held the preced
ing M onday, b u t the legislature later
validated this election — all for nought, as
later events w ere to prove.
Woodville, the oldest town in the
D ecatur and Jackson County area besides
the Indian settlem en ts, was chosen as the
county seat. It is now referred to as Old
W oodville, and w as located about a mile
east of today’s Woodville.
Old Woodville prospered as th e county
seat. Besides th e county stru ctu res erect
ed th ere, several stores and an inn w ere
built.
An inn certainly was needed, consider
ing the official business conducted there.
F o r one thing, th e legislature had given
the county crim inal jurisdiction over “ all
th at tract of county w hich lies w est of
W illstown Valley east of the road leading
from D itto's Landing to the tow n of
B lountsville." This was a very large area,
for today it includes all M arshall County,
and parts of Blount, DeKalb, E tow ah,
Jackson and Madison counties.
All this far-flung prosperity of course
was dashed when the county was surveyed
and found not to m e e t constitutional
requirem ents. T he county had to be
abolished, and it was divided betw een
Jackson and Madison counties. Those
involved did not find th e situation am us
ing, financially or otherw ise.
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Legend Has It That
He Named Monte Sano

The I'eurn-C.urth hom e at 517 Franklin Street .
IS00.s by Dr Thomas T eam . — (lim e s Photo h \
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T hom as F carn . according to his contem 
p oraries. was by far the m ost celebrated
of the physicians and surgeons of Madison
County and the T ennessee Valley in
ante-bellum days. But history rem em bers
him perhaps b e tte r as a pioneer builder
and developer — of a m ajo r canal, w ater
works, and o th er projects — in the
H untsville area, and as
the m an w ho gave M onte
Sano its nam e.
B orn n ear Danville.
Va.. in 1789. F ea rn ob
tained his early school
ing th ere and then en ter
ed W ashington College
at Lexington, Va. D ecid
ing upon a c areer in
m edicine, he enrolled at
the Old M edical College
in Philadelphia.
Im m ediately a fter his graduation in 1810
from m edical school, he m oved South,
selecting H untsville as a good place to live
and p ractice his profession. He found the
town in the m idst of an econom ic boom.
Besides developing his m edical p ractice
during the next few years, F e arn acquired
considerable land in H untsville and M adi
son County.
He also becam e involved in th e Creek
W ars. W hen A ndrew Jackson moved
through H untsville in 1813 on his way to
eventual victory at H orseshoe Bend,
F earn served as a battalion surgeon. The
following year Jackson appointed him
‘‘surgeon’s m a te ” in charge of hospital
facilities in the H untsville area.
A fter the Creek Wars, F earn increasing
ly becam e involved in the developm ent of
H untsville. In 1816. still in his 20s. his
standing w as such that he was nam ed one
of nine com m issioners of the P la n te rs' and
M erchants' Bank of H untsville
In m edicine, how ever, F earn soon decid
ed he needed fu rth er education. He
tem porarily gave up his activities in
H untsville, including his bank comm ission,
and journeyed to E u ro p e F rom 1818 to

1820 he rem ained there, studying in
E ngland and on the continent.
Som e tim e after his retu rn F earn
constructed at 517 F ranklin S treet one of
th e m ost beautiful ante-bellum hom es in
H untsville, on land he had purchased
before 1816 He was back in .H untsville to
stay.
Fam ily legend has it th at he nam ed
M onte Sano. Evidently he had sen t a child
to th e m ountaintop overlooking H untsville
for trea tm e n t. W hen the child recovered a
few weeks later, F e a rn nam ed the place
M onte Sano, or M ountain of H ealth.
Dr. F earn is also rep u ted to have been
the first physician to use quinine, m ade
from the bark of trees, to tre a t typhoid
fever. His rep u tatio n grew , and honorary
degrees began to be bestow ed upon him
from as ta r away as R utgers College and
C incinnati University. He tu rn ed down
several excellent m edical teaching op
po rtunities elsew here to rem ain in H unts
ville.
F e a rn also devoted considerable tim e to
business interests. With his b ro th e r R obert
Lee. he successfully m ark eted cotton. This
led him to atte m p t to con stru ct a canal
from Big Springs Creek to D itto ’s Land
ing. on the T ennessee R iver 10 m iles south
of H untsville,
F o r that purpose, th e Indian Creek
N avigation Co. w as ch a rtered by th e state
legislature in 1820, w ith Dr. F e a rn as one
of its five com m issioners. T he next year
stock in the canal com pany w as ad v ertis
ed for sale. It was only through the
financial efforts of Dr. F e a rn and his
b ro th e r G eorge, how ever, th a t th e canal
w as ever com pleted. When it was finally
o pened in 1831. it could accom m odate
boats carrying 50 passengers and up to
80-100 bales of cotton.
T he canal, A labam a's first, continued to
o p erate until roads ended its usefulness by
the late 1840s.
Along w ith his b ro th er G eorge, Dr.
F earn a ttem p ted to create a village on
M onte Sano. V iduta w as in corporated in
1833. intended to be developed as a health
reso rt It failed, one of the few ventures
that did not prove successful for the
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F earn was also th e b uilder of the
county's second city w ater works. In 1835
he and G eorge F ea rn purchased an
existing w ater works for $2,530. The
brothers then m ade an agreem ent with the
city to construct pum ps to lead to the
courthouse to extinguish fires. A cistern
was erected at the re a r of the bank
overlooking the Big Spring to supply
w ater. As a result. H untsvillians had
w ater for drinking and for putting out
fires. L ater the b ro thers sold the w orks to
the city.
Like so m any other leaders of his tim e.
Dr. F earn was draw n into polities. Twice
he served in the state legislature, in 1822
and 1828-29. He was also once a presiden
tial elector, and later a m em b er of the
first C onfederate Congress. He served in
the latter post for only about a m onth,
resigning because of ill health.
F earn also devoted m uch tim e to civic
activities in Huntsville. He w as a tru stee
of G reen Academ y throughout its exist
ence and was presiden t of th e board of
trustees of H untsville F em ale Sem inary
and the N orth A labam a College for men.
He also traveled through th e South in an
effort to develop rail com m unications
betw een H untsville and other points in the
region.
W ith all those activities, it is little
w onder that the doctor had long ago given
up his regular m edical practice. When he
died a w ealthy m an in 1863 at the age of
73, he had not practiced m edicine for
m ore than 25 years.
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How Scottsboro Became
Jackson County 's Seat

ROBT. T. SCOTT
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R o b ert T Scott — plan ter, tavern
o p erator, new spaper editor, state legisla
to r and land developer — sought for years
to have the Jackson C ounty seat m oved to
his land and b ear his nam e. He ultim ately
succeeded — five years a fte r his death in
1863.
S cottsboro's founder,
who lived for a tim e in
M adison C ounty before
m oving on to green er
pastures a few m iles
eastw ard, w as born in
the late-1700s (probably
in 1789 in V irginia, ac
cording to W. Je rry G ist
in "T h e Story of Scottsboro,
A lab am a ,"
al
though an o th e r historian
says it w as in about 1798
in N orth C arolina).
In any case. Scott is know n to have
m oved as a child w ith his fam ily to
R aleigh. N.C.. and lived th e re th ree years
b efore the Scotts cam e in 1817 to Ala
bam a. settling in M adison County. Along
the way. young Scott studied law in
F ranklin. Tenn.
In M adison County. Scott fa n n e d suc
cessfully for som e years and w as elected
to the A labam a H ouse of R epresentatives
in 1830 and re-elected in 1832.
He m oved tw o years la te r to B ellefonte,
the newly chosen Jackson County seat,
w here he bought a large farm that
included a hoiel-tavern. O perated by Scott
and called Belle T avern, it b ecam e a
p opular place for p rom inen t social and
political gatherings.
The p lan ter and innkeeper, who also
was ed ito r of th e B ellefonte C ourier
new spaper, w asted little tim e in re-en ter

ing politics. In 1836 Scott was again
elected to th e A labam a H ouse — this tim e
as a Jackson County represen tativ e. He
was re-elected in 1837. again in 1839. and
was to serve th e county four additional
tim es, in th e legislative sessions of 1842.
1844. 1847 and 1853.
Scott's election in 1839 w as unique. In
one year th e people of Jackson County
elected him to th e legislature no few er
than four times.
T he previous year he had been elected
circuit clerk of th e county, and w hen he
ap peared as a legislator in Tuscaloosa,
then the state capital, th e point w as raised
th at he could not hold two offices at the
sam e tim e. Scott was refused his seat in
the House.
A new election was soon held in Jackson
County, and again Scott was elected
representative. Again he w as refused at
th e legislature. A third election was held,
w ith th e sam e results. Scott w as elected a
fourth tim e, but by th en th e legislative
session had ended.
He served in o th er governm ental capa
cities as well. In 1842 Gov. B enjam in
F itzpatrick appointed Scott as agent to
help settle financial tro u b les stem m ing
from the failure of th e sta te bank. And
during the adm in istratio n of Gov. Henry
Collier (1849-1853), he was appo in ted to a
com m ission called to ad ju st the disputed
boundary line betw een G eorgia and Ala
bam a.
Scott also spent m uch tim e in W ashing
ton. D C., w here he assisted in prosecuting
financial claim s of th e s ta te for outlays
m ade because of th e Indian and M exican
wars.
He retired from public life a fter th e 1853
session of th e legislature, except for
serving as a delegate to th e D em ocratic
convention in B altim ore th a t nom inated
John C. B reckinridge for p resid en t.

14
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol8/iss1/1

18

: The Huntsville Historical Review, Vol. 8, No. 1-2, January 1978

In the early 1850s Scott decided to move
to w hat today is Scottsboro. He erected a
handsom e residence on Backbone Ridge.
A fter 1853 he devoted full tim e to the
developm ent of his expanding property.
By 1856 he was able to exert pressure on
the directors of the M em phis and C harles
ton R ailroad to construct the rail line
beside his property. The depot erected
nearby was known as Sage Town, b u t the
nam e w as soon changed to Scott’s Station.
F ro m then until his death on Ju n e 18.
1863, Scott w orked constantly to bring th e
county seat to this location. His widow
persisted in th e effort, and five years after
S cott’s death his heirs reached an agree
m en t w ith the county governm ent to do
just that.
T he site for the courthouse and jail in
w hat by then had been ren am ed Scotts
boro w as deeded to Jackson County on
the condition th a t it becom e th e county
seat. The ag reem ent also called for the
proceeds from the sale of alte rn a te lots
around the courthouse square to go to
Scottsboro, w ith the re s t of the proceeds
going to the Scott heirs.
Thus, R o b ert T hom as Scott was able, in
d eath , to gain the county seat he had long
sought and to ensure th e grow th of th e
city nam ed for him.
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Green Academy
Was Vital to
Development
of the Area
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and later
th e1 state,

Ju s t a few years a fter H untsville was
founded, w hile A labam a was still p art of
the M ississippi T erritory, leaders of the
com m unity and the surrounding area
began to plan for the education of the
children here.
The territo rial legislature passed an act
on Nov. 25. 1812, d eclar
ing th a t 'th e re shall be
established in M adison
County, an academ y,
which shall b ear the
nam e of G reen Acade
m y.' But no m oney was
provided for th e acade
my: the tru ste es w ere
m erely em pow ered to
raise m oney for the
institution by lottery. In
D ecem ber, 1816, th e le
gislature granted $500 to the academ y, but
this was not nearly enough.
Finally, in N ovem ber. 1818, th e legisla
ture of the territo ry (by this tim e
M ississippi had already achieved state
hood and the rem aining area had becom e
the territo ry of A labam a) provided for the
fiscal independence of the academ y. An
act was passed providing for th e sale of a
n u m ber of shares in the P la n te rs' and
M erchants' Bank of H untsville, the profits
from the sale to be divided am ong th e old
stockholders of th e academ y, and th e rest
granted to the academ y. This raised
alm ost $2,000 for the school, and addition
al funds w ere sought from the com m unity
for th e construction of a cam pus.
G eneral Jo h n B rahan donated land for
the cam pus, and buildings w ere erected by
1823. At the tim e the site was about a
q u arter of a m ile east of Huntsville,
located in a grove of trees. W hen the city
lim its w ere extended, it becam e the
n o rtheast co rner at th e intersection of
E ast Clinton and C alhoun streets.
G reen Academy was the second ch a rter
ed academ y in the A labam a T erritory. It
was considered by m any as the m ost
im portant educational institution in the

until the
U niversity of A labama opened its doors to
students in 1831. The H untsville D em ocrat,
in its Aug. 22, 1828, issue, stated of the
academ y th at "th e re is not
Sem inary of its kind . . . west of the
Alleghany m ountains.”
The academ y was not considered at the
tim e an institution of prim ary training.
The D em ocrat stated in its Jan. 4, 1825,
issue that it "w as intended to occupy a
station superior to th a t of th e E lem ental
English school, to be a place of instruction
for boys, who have passed the m ere
rudim ents of English learning: and for
young gen tlem en .”
In 1825 th e tuition fee was $25, payable
quarterly in equal installm ents. This
seem s so little to us today, yet in
ante-bellum days this was a large sum of
money, and only the m ore affluent
fam ilies could send th eir young m en to the
institution. This may explain why enroll
m ent never was very high. T he Southern
Advocate proclaim ed in August, 1828, that
nearly 50 stu d en ts w ere enrolled, "with
every prospect of (enrollm ent) becom ing
much larg er."
The academ ic success of th e institution
can be seen in th e m any graduates who
w ent on to distinction in A labam a. F o r
exam ple, the stu d en t ro ster in 1828
included such well known ante-bellum
fam ily nam es in H untsville as Birney,
C ham bers, Clay, Clem ens, M astin and
Veitch. C lem ent C lairborne Clay, for
instance, son of the eighth governor of
A labam a, was a stu d en t at the academ y in
the late 1820s, and would la te r serve his
state as a senator, in both the F ed eral and
C onfederate senates.
The grading system used by the in stitu 
tion shortly before th e Civil W ar was
basically th e .sam e used in our public
schools now: .100 was excellent, "T he
H ighest D egree of M erit
90 was very
good; 80 good; 70 "T olerable
60 unsatis
factory and 50 "D eficien t.”
G reen Academ y continued to o p erate
until its buildings w ere burned by F ed eral
troops during th e Civil War. L ater the
institution becam e a p art of the public

https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol8/iss1/1
17

22

: The Huntsville Historical Review, Vol. 8, No. 1-2, January 1978

school system of Huntsville Today the
E ast Clinton G ram m ar School is" located
on th e site. In all. G reen Academy
operated for half a century and was vital
to the developm ent of H untsville and the
T ennessee Valley during the ante bellumperiod.
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Samuel Moore—

Early Governor
Hailed From
Jackson
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Gabriel Moore, left, and John Gayle, right, served as Alabama
governors immediately before and after Samuel Moore held
office briefly in 1831. No known portrait o f Samuel Moore
exists.
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Sam uel B. M oore has th e distinction of
being the only governor of A labam a from
Jackson County — and of having served
one of the briefest periods in th at office.
Born in F ranklin County, Tennessee, in
1789, M oore m oved to A labam a w ith his
family w hile still a child. His family
settled in Jackson County, tw o m iles
n ortheast of Woodville a t Spout Springs.
In 1824 M oore began a distinguished
political career by representing Jackson
County in th e state legislature. A fter
serving several term s in th e low er house,
he w as elected to the A labam a Senate in
1829. H e w as re-elected th e following year
and chosen as president of th e Senate.
It was from th a t position in th e Senate
that he succeeded to th e governor's chair
in M arch, 1831, a fte r Gov. G abriel M oore
of M adison County (and of no known
relation to Sam uel) resigned his office to
assum e a U.S. Senate seat.
Sam uel M oore served as acting gover
nor for alm ost nine m onths, ending his
tenure as the s ta te ’s sixth chief executive
in late N ovem ber.
In his bid for election th a t m o n th to a
full term as governor, M oore was pitted
against John G ayle of G reen e C ounty and
N icholas Davis, a Whig p lan ter from
L im estone County. G ayle, an eloquent
orator, em erged the victor and M oore
retu rn ed to his new residence in Pickens
County.
Throughout his political c areer M oore
enjoyed the reputation of being a m an of
ch aracter and action, a politician who
elicited confidence or chagrin from his
constituents.
He w as deeply involved as governor in a
dispute concerning the U nited States Bank
and the State Bank.
He also opposed th e nullification concept
of Jo h n C. C alhoun of South Carolina. On
this issue M oore stated th a t “ . . .the State
may nullify the acts of Congress by
declaring them inoperative and void
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w ithin its lim its, and set up for itself. But
before it takes this step, it ought carefully
to w eight th e advantages of secession,
against those of th e Union, and see that
the fo rm er clearly p re p o n d era te .”
This stance by M oore was a contributing
factor in his defeat in 1831 by Gayle, who
cam paigned in favor of nullification, citing
Ja m es M adison as auth o rity for his point
of view.
A fter serving as acting governor. Moore
rep resen ted P ickens County in th e state
S enate from 1834 to 1838 and he served
again as presid en t of th a t ch am b er in 1835.
He ended his political career as judge of
th e P ickens C ounty C ourt from 1835 until
1841.
M oore died on Nov. 7, 1846, at C arroll
ton, th e county seat of Pickens. So ended
th e c a re er of a m an w hom W illiam H.
B rantley, in his ‘ Banking In A labam a
1816-1860,” called “ probably th e m ost
opinionated chief executive ev er to serve
the S ta te .” B rantley also w ro te th at, had
som e exciting event occurred during his
tenure, “ he w ould have been ever rem em 
b ered w ith honor or re g re t.”
A m an of action, M oore had little
opportunity as governor to show w hat he
could do u n d er difficult o r exciting
circum stances.
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Early
Huntsville
Female
College
Was
Community-Backed
Project
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P ortrait o f M ad am e J. H a m ilto n C h ilds
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A c h arte r for “ The Bascom
The m odern notion th at w om en did not
receive m uch form al education in the
antebellum South is contradicted by the
history of th e H untsville F em ale College.
For m any years, leaders in the area
w anted to establish a college for fem ales.
Finally in 1845, M adam e J. H am ilton
Childs established th e Baseom F em ale
Institution in H untsville. M adam e Childs,
later to be very identified with Athens
State College, began operating in the
Masonic Tem ple. However, her school was
not regarded by many of th e concerned
people of Huntsville as an institution of
higher learning, or. as was known then,
one "o f high grade for the education of
girls and young ladies."
A round 1850, a group of citizens m et
with the Rev. E dw ard Slater of the
M ethodist Church and his successor
R obert Young. A com m ittee, com posed of
“ men of w ealth,” was form ed and sup
ported by the church. Final plans w ere
m ade in F ebruary, 1851, for th e establish
m ent of the college. The M ethodist Church
was then the largest denom ination in the
city and claim ed the largest m em bership
in North A labam a. With such a large and
influential organization backing them ,
m em bers of the com m ittee decided to
raise $10,000 to create the college. So
confident w ere they of reaching th eir goal,
they passed a resolution declaring the
institution would begin classes on th e first
M onday of th e following Septem ber, which
was only seven m onths away. By May,
subscriptions had reached $9,000. Next,
was the problem of finding q u arters until
a p erm an en t stru c tu re could be erected.
The com m ittee tu rn ed to M adam e Childs,
who was operating h er school in the
M asonic T em ple. She was hired as
assistant principal, and her students
becam e the nucleus of the new school In
August, perm ission w as granted to the
M ethodist Church to occupy the sam e
room s in the tem ple.

F em ale
In stitu te ” w as obtained from the A labama
L egislature in Jan u ary , 1852. The nam e of
the school was changed to th e “ H untsville
F em ale College" in D ecem ber, 1855, when
the legislature am ended the charter.
By this tim e th e T ennessee C onference
of th e M ethodist Church had accepted
responsibility of th e guidance and opera
tion of th e in stitution and perm an en t
q u arters had been erected on R andolph
Avenue, th ree blocks east o f the co u rt
house square.
The co rn ersto n e of th e new building was
laid in Ju n e . 1853. The stru c tu re was three
stories high and of G reek Revival style.
C onstructed of brick, it featu red four large
Ionic colum ns on the front and m easured
164 fee t wide and 52 fe e t in d ep th . A very
large building, it contained room s for 100
boarding stu d en ts and had servants'
q u arters, classroom s, a dining room ,
draw ing room and a chapel. L ater, a
fourth story was added on for m ore
dorm itory space.
The school was well accepted by the
people of H untsville and th e Tennessee
Valley. Very quickly it earned a regional
reputation, and by 1859 th e enrollm ent
totaled 184, with 70 boarders from six
southern states.
S tudent life was spartan com pared to
the present. The school’s m o tto "G ood
Success" was to be achieved through hard
work and p ro p er respect for elders. A
dem erit system was used in grading, and
a t one tim e each d em erit cost a half point
in grades. If a stu d en t received tw enty,
she was dism issed from the college.
A ttire was strictly regulated. Uniform
dress was req u ired in both su m m e r and
w inter, and no o stentatious use of jew elry
or o th e r o rnam entation was allowed.
Instructors at th e college w ere just as
strictly regulated. Many of the college
catalogs carried a list of
D uties of
T eachers
\ typical list prohibited in
structors from leaving H untsville w ithout
the perm ission of the highest authority.
Faculty m em bers w ere prohibited from
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giving instruction of any kind beyond the
college, w hether paid or not T eachers
w ere to be im partial, yet fair. They could
not receive calls during school hours and
had to m ake sure their pupils ten d ed to
th eir studies, obeyed the rules and
regulations and w ere in th eir dorm itories
when they w ere supposed to be
Following the list of dos and don'ts
prospective teachers w ere inform ed th at if
they could not abide by the rules, they
should not seek em ploym ent.
H untsville Fem ale College continued to
operate until the G vil War During the
conflict, classes were suspended They
were resum ed by the early 1870s. In 1888,
the college was sold at public auction,
because the church could no longer
support its operation Finally, the main
building caught fire on the night of Jan . 8.
1895. The H untsville M ercury announced
in its next edition that "th e once proud
alm a m ater of thousands of Southern
m atrons and m aidens (was) a pile of
sm ouldering ru in s." The college was
moved to Gadsden. Half a century of
service was ended in Huntsville.
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Me Vay s Importance
to Alabama
Is Overlooked by

Historians
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In Ju n e of the next yeai. Gov. Clem ent
to
becom e a U.S. senator. As president of the
state Senate, McVay replaced him as
governor ii. July. He discharged the duties
of the governorship until the inauguration
of Gov. A rthur Bagby in D ecem ber.
To this w rite r th e highlight of MeVay’s
political c areer cam e in 1840-41 w hen he
again was a m em b er of th e Senate. Before
1840, elections for th e U.S. H ouse of
R epresentatives w ere by districts. In th at
year the D em ocratic P arty in A labama
passed through th e legislature w hat is
known as th e 'general tic k et." Since there
w ere large D em ocratic m ajorities in North
A labam a, D em ocratic leaders w ent to a
plurality m ethod of election — with voting
statew ide, n o t by d istrict — in the hope of
overw helm ing Whig opposition. The top
five vote-getters would all be elected to
the Congress.
McVay was a Democrat, yet h r opposed
the measure — the only Democrat to do
so. In 1841 the general ticket was repealed
by the legislature, the district method of
election was reinstated, and McVay vindi
cated.
This was th e real highlight of th e m an ’s
political life: To stand for his principles,
alone if need be, and to be su p p o rted by
his constituents at election-tim e, as
McVay was.
He was held in high esteem by his
contem poraries. William G arrett, w ho was
A labama secretary of state from 1840 to
1852, stated th at McVay never m ade a
form al speech on th e floor of the
legislature, yet “ no blem ish rested upon
his n a m e .” G arrett w rote in his “ R em inis
cences of Public Men in A labam a" that
McVay “ was m o re like a venerable
father, with his sons around him , com 
m unicating w holesom e advice — to be fair
and just to all m en, and to walk
uprightly.”
How m any m en would wish for such a
eulogy?

ComVol.
er 8,
Clay
resigned
: The Huntsville Historical Review,
No. of
1-2,Huntsville
January 1978
Many im p o rtan t people get " lo st" in
history over the years. Take for exam ple
Hugh McVay, who once served as acting
governor of Alabama.
McVay was bom in South Carolina in
1788. th e son of a farm er. Evidently he
received very little form al education in his
native state, and decided
to m ove to an area m ore
conducive to the deve
lopm ent of a m an of
m oderate m eans. He
chose A labam a, moving
to M adison County in
1807.
McVay was able to
purchase land h ere and
was able through the
years to am ass consi
derable real estate. By
the end of his life he was reg ard ed as a
‘p lanter of large m ean s,” according to
one account.
Alabama was still part of the Mississip
pi Territory when McVay moved to
Madison County. The territory had been
created by act of Congress in 1798. In 1817,
the territory was divided; Mississippi was
admitted to the Union and the area to the
east became the Alabama Territory
(which was to achieve statehood
tw o
years later).
McVay en tered state politics during the
territorial period, representing Madison
County in th e te rrito rial legislature from
1811 to 1817. With th e form ation of the
Alabam a T erritory, McVay moved to
L auderdale County, w here he was to
rem ain for th e re s t of his life. He was the
sole rep resen tativ e for L auderdale at the
1819
constitutional convention
which
fram ed the first A labama constitution.
In 1820 he began his long ten u re in the
Alabama L egislature. With th e exception
of 1825 and 1837, McVay was to serve in
'h e legislature for 24 years, from 1820 to
1844. In 1820 he served in the House; then,
from 1822 on, m ost of his legislative
service was in the Senate.
For most historians the highlight of
MeVay's political career actually cam e in
1836, when he was elected president of the
Senate, d e fe a tin g
Samuel Moore by one
vote.
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Gabriel M oore

Congressman,

Governor,
Senator
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State Is Fifth Governor
Led Flamboyant Life
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G abriel Moore, A labam a's fifth gover
nor, ranks as a m an of tru e distinction
am ong H untsville's earliest pioneers. A
politician whose career encom passed both
the governorship and a federal senatorship from A labam a, his private life was as
colorful as his public one, and often one
aspect added to th e laurels and flam boy
ance of the other.
Born in Stokes County, N.C., a b o u t 1785,
he received an academ ic education,
studied law and began his practice when
he m oved to H untsville in 1810, when
A labam a was still part of th e Mississippi
T erritory. M oore quickly e n tered politics,
and began to m ake a nam e for him self,
both in and out of politics.
His personal life was eventful, to say the
least. He was once m arried , and alm ost
im m ediately he sued for divorce, for
reasons now unknow n. A fter th e divorce
he fought a pistol duel with his ex-brotherin-law and w ounded him . It is also said
th at he im bibed, perhaps too m uch and
too frequently, and w ith his constituents,
although this was not unusual for th a t
day, given the frontier a tm o sp h ere of
early A labam a.
M oore successfully en tered politics as a
rep resentative of M adison County in the
legislature of th e M ississippi T erritory.
(M adison County had been created on
Dec. 13, 1808, tw o years before M oore’s
arrival on the scene.) In 1817 h e was
elected speaker of th e first A labama
territo rial legislature. When A labam a be
cam e a sta te in 1819, he was a m em b er of
th e first constitutional convention and was
Madison C ounty’s first state senator. The
following year he was chosen p resident of
the state Senate.
The next political step for M oore was to
the U.S. Congress. In 1822 he was elected
to the House of R epresentatives to fill an
expired term . M oore continued serving as
a rep resen tativ e until 1829, being re-elect
ed in 1823, 1825 and 1827 In 1827 he
defeated Clem ent Com er fla y , one of
H untsville’s m ost illustrious men of the
an tebellum period.

The year 1829 m arked his election to the
highest office in th e state. M oore was
elected A labam a's fifth governor w ithout
opposition, aided by th e fact he was a
su p p o rter of Andrew Jackson.
M oore never forgot th e T ennessee Val
ley. When he becam e governor he a t
tem p ted to im prove tran sp o rtatio n within
th e valley, at state expense. C onstruction
of the first Muscle Shoals Canal and the
railroad from T uscum bia to D ecatur w ere
begun during his adm inistration.
M uscle Shoals was, and is, the nam e
applied to th e section of the T ennessee in
th e “ g reat b en d " of th e river east of
F lorence and Sheffield. Rocks and rapids
prevented through tran sp o rtatio n on the
river from Knoxville to its m outh The
rapids w ere c reated by the fall of the
river, about 130 feet in a span of 37 miles.
The canal begun in M oore's ad m in istra
tion was co m pleted in 1836 bu t n ever was
a success. It was inoperable a t all levels
of th e river and was abandoned th e next
year.
(F ro m 1875 to 1890 an elevated canal
was co n stru cted over th e rapids, b u t with
little success. In 1916 construction was
begun on Wilson Dam in an a tte m p t to
provide hydro-electric pow er for th e area
as well as a lake behind the dam which
would cover th e rapids w ith sufficient
w ater to rem ove th em as a navigational
hazard. Wilson Dam was co m p leted in
1925 and tw o years la te r a second dam
was constructed tw o an d one-half m iles
below Wilson, to fu rth er im prove naviga
tion. Finally, th e problem of Muscle
Shoals had been overcom e.)
On M arch 3, 1831, M oore resigned the
governorship, accepting his election by th e
state legislature to th e U.S. Senate. The
legislature had chosen him over John
M cKinley of L auderdale County by a vote
of 49 to 40.
Now M oore m e t his political W aterloo.
Senators are elected for six-year term s.M oore early in his te rm opposed the
ap p o in tm en t of M artin Van buren as
m in ister to G reat B ritain. This tu rn e d the
Jacksonians against M oore and ruined his
political career. Jacksonian forces m ar
shalled opposition to Moore in A labam a
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and the legislature tried to force him to
resign from the Senate. Moore refused,
though, and retained his seat until the
expiration of his term .
The first defeat of his political life cam e
in 1837 when he lost to R euben C hapm an
in a race for a seat in the 25th Congress
Realizing the end of his political c areer in
Alabama. Moore moved in 1843 to Caddo,
Texas. He died th ere tw o years later.
One of the m ost colorful political
careers of any A labam ian ever was over.
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Weakley Brothers
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Two brothers, long ago virtually forgott
en in A labama history, w ere instrum ental
in the early developm ent of th e Tennessee
Valley.
Jam es Harvey W eakley, eld er of the
two, becam e surveyor-general of Ala
bama. His brother, Sam uel Davies Weak
ley, was o n e of L auder
dale County’s first e n tre
preneurs.
B oth w ere born out of
state: Jam es in Halifax
County, Va., in 1798, and
Sam uel n e a r Nashville,
in
Davidson
County,
Tenn., in 1812.
T heir fath er was a
surveyor w ho laid out
Nashville and becam e
one of its very early
settlers. B oth sons becam e surveyors,
trained by th eir father.
In 1817 Jam es was appointed a surveyor
of public lands in the A labama T erritory
by G eneral John Coffee. Ja m e s moved to
Huntsville and served under Coffee until
the general died in 1833. Then P resident
Andrew Jackson appointed him as survey
or-general of the state, a position he held
until it was abolished in 1851.
During m ost of this period Jam es made
his residence in F lorence, Ala., w here his
brother joined him som etim e in early
1830s. Jam es left A labam a a fter 1851 to
becom e a cotton fa c to r in New Orleans He
died th ere five years later.
Sam uel Weakley never left Alabama.
After joining his b rother in F lorence as
assistant surveyor of public lands, he was
to acquire great w ealth in th e antebellum
Period and until his death in 1897.
Samuel was prim arily involved in the
growing and processing of cotton. This led
him to m anufacturing, to his involvem ent
with the Cypress Creek cotton m ills, his
main source of revenue before the Civil
War.
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Cotton had been the m ainstay of the
social and econom ic system of L auderdale
County since its creation. A lthough its
grow th in th e Black Belt in Alabama
decreased th e statew id e im p o rtan ce of
Tennessee Valley cotton production, cotton
rem ained by far th e m ost im p o rta n t cash
crop of North Alabam a. The cotton
industry of L auderdale developed along
Cypress Creek. Cotton m ills or factories
used w ater pow er to o p erate; d im s would
be constructed on th e rivers and stream s
By the early 1840s at least tw o mills
w ere in operation along Cypress Creek.
However, in 1843 or 1844 th e Globe
F actory, th e m ost im p o rtan t one there,
was destroyed by fire. Sam uel joined with
tw o associates to rebuild, and the new
enterprise was called th e Cypress F acto 
ry. B ut it. too, was destroyed by fire, and
in 1849 the M artin and W eakley Co. was
form ed to rebuild once again.
The Cypress F acto ry is said to have
handled about 3,000 bales a year shortly
before the Civil War. By the outbreak of
the w ar th e com pany had constructed two
additional mills. Both w ere destroyed
during the war. All th at was left w ere the
dam s built for w ater pow er.
W eakley's cotton enterprises led him to
attem p t, with others, to develop a railroad
netw ork w estw ard to the M ississippi River
and eastw ard to the A tlantic Ocean. The
reasons were obvious: R ailroad tran sp o r
tation would be cheaper and m ore effi
cient, and the “ m uscle shoals” obstruction
of the T ennessee River at F lo ren ce would
be by-passed.
T hose endeavors resulted in th e develop
m en t of th e M em phis and C harleston
R ailroad Co., originally incorporated in
T ennessee in 1846. The A labam a Legisla
tu re in 1850 granted a c h arte r to the
company.
Weakley was instrum ental in getting
direct benefits for L auderdale County and
F lorence included in th e ch arter. The
com pany w as granted right-of-way over
the Muscle ihoals Canal and was required

34

41

Huntsville Historical Review, Vol. 8 [1978], No. 1, Art. 1

to construct a branch b etw een Tuscum bia
and Florence.
In the sam e year the ch arter was
am ended to allow subscribers in the state
to form the “ M ississippi & A tlantic Rail
R oad C o.,” w hich w as to develop the
M em phis and C harleston w ithin Ala
bam a.
Weakley was chosen one of the
eight com m issioners to d ire c t the o pera
tion of the new organization. It was
successful in developing th e road in
A labam a, but the branch from T uscum bia
to F lorence was delayed. T he ch arter wSs
am ended in 1852, again authorizing the
construction of the branch, and w ork was
then started . In 1858 th e first railroad
bridge over the T ennessee R iver was
com pleted. The en tire line, from C hatta
nooga to M em phis, was opened to through
traffic in July, of th a t year.
T hus, Sam uel W eakley,and o th er m en
like him in N orth A labam a, w ere of m ajor
significance, not only to th eir own p articu 
lar tow ns o r counties, b u t to all the
T ennessee Valley.
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